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1.	 The	 Special	 Feature	 led	 by	 Sutherland,	Dicks,	 Everard,	 and	Geneletti	 (Methods 
Ecology and Evolution,	9,	7–9,	2018)	sought	to	highlight	the	importance	of	“qualita-
tive	 methods”	 for	 conservation.	 The	 intention	 is	 welcome,	 and	 the	 collection	

















©	2019	The	Authors.	Methods in Ecology and Evolution	published	by	John	Wiley	&	Sons	Ltd	on	behalf	of	British	Ecological	Society
2  |    Methods in Ecology and Evoluon MOON et al.
1  | INTRODUC TION
In	a	Special	Feature	of	this	journal,	Sutherland,	Dicks,	Everard,	and	
Geneletti	 (2018)	 sought	 to	 highlight	 the	 importance	of	 qualitative	
methods	 in	 ecology	 and	 conservation,	 and	 to	 review	 and	 provide	
guidance	to	conservation	scientists	on	their	use.	While	highly	sup-
portive	of	the	aims	and	intent	of	this	collection	of	papers,	and	agree-
ing	with	many	of	 the	 conclusions	 reached,	we	are	 concerned	 that	
the	authors	have	downplayed	the	broader	value	of	social	science	for	
ecology	and	conservation	science	and	practice.	They	offer	a	 “how	
to”	 guide	 of	 select	 qualitative	methods	 for	 conservation	 decision-	
making	that,	in	some	instances,	mischaracterises	the	nature	and	in-
tent	 of	 social	 science	 research.	 In	 particular,	we	 consider	 that	 the	
articles	overlooked	critical	points	of	philosophy	that	are	central	to	
the	selection	and	use	of	social	science	methods.	Examining	the	phil-
osophical	 and	 theoretical	 assumptions	 of	 the	 methods	 presented	










qualitative	 or	 quantitative	 social	 data	 is	 underpinned	 by	 a	 unique	
set	of	 assumptions	 about	 the	nature	of	 social	 reality,	 the	 limits	of	
knowledge,	and	the	purpose	of	research	(Babbie,	2010).	Researchers	








We	present	 this	Forum	Article	as	a	complementary	paper	 to	 the	
Special	Feature	by	drawing	attention	 to	aspects	of	social	 science	 re-
search	philosophy	 and	design	 (see	 also	Crandall	 et	 al.,	 2018;	Denzin	







limit	 theorem,	 social	 science	methods	 need	 to	 be	 applied	 consistent	
with	 their	 associated	 theoretical	 assumptions.	 As	 emphasised	 by	 St.	
John,	Keane,	Jones,	and	Milner-	Gulland	 (2014,	p.	1484):	 “…the	philo-
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Our	article	is	structured	into	three	sections.	The	first	section	ex-
amines	the	influence	of	research	philosophy	on	research	design.	The	










2  | RESE ARCH PHILOSOPHY
Philosophy	 is	concerned	with	 the	study	of	knowledge,	 reality,	and	
existence;	it	includes	general	principles	of	theoretical	thinking,	meth-





































underlying	philosophy	on	how	 they	approach	 their	 research	and	
interpret	 their	data	 (e.g.,	Guba,	1990).	For	example,	 some	state-
ments	across	the	Special	Feature	hinted	at	assumptions	that	one	
truth	exists	and	that	research	goals	and	markers	of	quality	are	the	
same	 across	 fields.	 To	 illustrate,	 “Some	 authors	 highlighted	 that	
interviews	 had	 not	 allowed	 for	 generalisations,	 either	 statistical,	
contextual	 or	 because	 interviewees	 were	 not	 necessarily	 repre-
sentative”	 (Young	et	al.,	 2018;	p.	17,	 emphasis	 added	and	 figures	
removed);	 and	 “As	a	data	gathering	process,	 focus	group	discus-
sion	 relied	on	people’s	 experiences	 and	perceptions	 to	 generate	
anecdotal	 data”	 (Nyumba	 et	al.,	 p.	 26,	 emphasis	 added).	 These	



























phase.	 It	 is	 the	 combination	 of,	 and	 logical	 connections	 between,	
methodology	and	methods	that	establishes	quality	in	the	social	sci-
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Across	the	Special	Feature,	the	term	methodology	was	used	in	
ways	that	can	be	considered	inconsistent	with	 its	use	 in	the	social	
sciences.	For	example,	 in	 the	social	 sciences,	 focus	groups	and	 in-
terviews	 are	 viewed	 as	methods	 (Carter	 &	 Little,	 2007)	 to	 which	
different	 methodological	 decisions	 are	 applied.	 Given	 the	 impor-























things,	 the	 philosophy	 of	 the	 researcher,	 what	 knowledge	 they	
are	seeking	to	uncover	or	create,	the	research	context	and	ethical	
considerations	 (e.g.,	Crotty,	1998;	Patton,	2002).	For	 instance,	we	
might	want	 to	discover	 the	meaning	of	one	person’s	 lived	experi-
ence	(biography);	or	the	shared	lived	experiences	of	one	quality	or	
phenomenon	by	multiple	people	 (phenomenology);	what	occurred	
and	 was	 experienced	 in	 a	 single	 lived	 event,	 context,	 institution,	










contexts.	 We	 offer	 some	 examples	 that	 illustrate	 how	 different	
methodologies	can	be	used	to	generate	qualitative	data	that	could	
be	used	to	support	conservation	deliberations	and	decision-	making	
(Table	1).	What	 these	 examples	 show	 is	 that	 these	methodologies	
are	 particularly	 useful	 in	 making	 sense	 of	 the	 where,	 when,	 how,	
and why	 of	 conservation	 contexts	 and	decision-	making	processes.	
Questions	that	can	be	asked	include:	how	might	the	distinct	history,	
culture,	 and	worldviews	 be	 incorporated	 into	 conservation	 design	
and	 practice?;	 who	 is	 involved	 in	 decision-	making	 and	why?;	 how	
TABLE  1 Examples	of	how	common	social	science	methodologies	can	be	applied	to	conservation	decision-	making
Methodology Research question
Broad application to decision- 
making context


































































used	 to	 inform	 decision-	making,	 a	 question	 that	 focused	 solely	on 
decision-	making	(e.g.,	do	you	support	x,	y,	z	interventions)	might	not	
have	 revealed	 these	 important	 relationships	 between	 perceptions	
of	 threats	 and	 priorities,	 and	 how	 they	 influence	 decision-	making	
or	 support	 for	different	policies.	Being	 too	 focused	on	seeking	an	
“instrumental	outcome”	can	mean	that	we	lose	the	capacity	to	rec-
ognise	and	understand	the	unexpected.	It	 is	often	what	we	do	not 
expect	 that	explains	why	conservation	succeeds	or	 fails	 in	a	given	
context;	 qualitative	 data	 enables,	 and	 thus	 often	 leads	 to,	 unex-
pected	discovery.
Discussions	 of	 methodological	 choices	 should	 be	 encouraged	
not	only	to	those	using	qualitative	methods	(a	point	we	expect	the	
Special	Feature	authors	would	support)	but	also	to	all	the	research	
publications.	 We	 are	 cautious	 about	 insisting	 on	 an	 exhaustive	
discussion	 in	 publications	 of	 all	 choices	made	during	 the	 research	
process	given	the	very	tight	word	limits	 in	some	journals.	As	such,	
we	 encourage	 authors	 to	 publish	 details	 of	 their	 methodology	 in	
supplementary	 online	 material.	 Providing	 this	 information	 opens	
opportunities	 to	 repeat	 studies,	 teach	novices,	 and	 assess	 the	 ex-
tent	 to	 which	 data	 can	 be	 transferred	 between	 contexts,	 noting	
here	 that	 repetition	 in	 social	 science	 is	 often	 not	motivated	 by	 a	
search	 for	 generalisable	 results,	 but	 rather	 to	 enable	 comparative	








developed	 the	 following	 research	 question:	 How	 do	 resource-	
dependent	communities	make	decisions	to	reduce	the	negative	so-
cial	and	ecological	effects	of	logging	practices	while	still	maintaining	
a	 livelihood?	 The	 researcher	 could	make	 explicit	 their	 assumption	
that	community	members’	perceptions	and	behaviours	will	be	influ-
enced	 by	 history	 (e.g.,	 previous	 experience	with	 erosion,	 reduced	
water	quality	 from	 logging,	or	government	 interventions)	and	 live-




other	 community	members,	NGOs,	 the	 government).	 This	 framing	
reflects	a	constructionist	epistemology	(philosophy).	The	researcher	
chooses	 only	 to	 “understand,”	 not	 to	 change	 or	 liberate,	 and	 so	
they	 adopt	 an	 interpretivist	 (theoretical)	 perspective	 and	 conduct	







goal	 of	 the	 research,	 the	 data	 could	 be	 used	 to	 support	 decision-	
making	processes	that	engages	with	cultural	identity	and	livelihoods	
while	meeting	ecological,	social,	and	economic	goals.	The	research	
could	 also	 reveal	 the	 types	 of	 people	who	 seek	 to	 be	 included	 in	
any	decision-	making	processes	and	why.	This	example	shows	how	
the	construction	of	a	research	question	is	imbued	with	researchers’	
values	 and	 assumptions,	 how	 perceptions	 of	 human	 communities	
drive	choices	of	methodologies,	and	how	the	choice	of	methodology	




Below,	 we	 discuss	 additional	 considerations	 in	 social	 science	







Social	 scientists	 often	 acknowledge	 an	 interaction	 between	 re-
searcher	and	research	subject/s,	and	account	for	it	 in	research	de-
sign,	 practice,	 and	 interpretation	 (Barbour,	 2008).	 For	 some	 social	
scientists,	 it	 is	only	 possible	 to	 understand	 the	meaning	of	 a	 phe-
nomenon	by	embedding	oneself	within	 the	 research	 context	 (e.g.,	
Anderson,	2006;	Ellis	&	Flaherty,	1992).	Social	scientists	often	con-
sider	 that	 no	 clear	 divide	 exists	 between	 the	 researcher	 and	 the	
subject/s	of	the	research,	a	view	that	is	contrary	to	objectivist	scien-
tific	philosophy	and	practice	that	typically	infers	a	research	“subject-	
object	 dualism”	 (Bryman,	 2012).	At	 the	 core	 of	 the	 subject-	object	
dualism	 is	 the	 fundamental	 question	 of	whether	 something	 being	
observed	 can	 be	 completely	 detached	 from	whoever	 is	 doing	 the	






accept	 invitations	 to	become	 involved	 in	 community	 activities,	 in-
creasing	their	ability	to	observe	and	understand	how	people	within	



















must	 be	 recognised	 and	 explicated	 throughout	 the	 research,	 from	
the	methodological	design	through	to	communication	of	the	findings	
(Babbie,	2010;	Heyink	&	Tymstra,	1993;	Patton,	2002).
Across	 the	 Special	 Feature,	 we	 observed	 a	 number	 of	 state-
ments	 that	 appear	 to	 view	 bias	 as	 something	 problematic	 that	
should	 necessarily	 be	 controlled	 for.	 For	 instance,	 “…check	 that	
the	 interview	 length	 and	 language	 are	 suitable	 for	 the	 target	
population,	 and	 that	 useful	 results	 can	 be	 obtained	without bias”	












reflexive	practices	 in	 their	 research	design.	Reflexivity	 (i.e.,	 a	 self-	
assessment	 of	 subjectivity)	 is	 essential	 for	 producing	 high-	quality	
qualitative	data	that	does	not	seek	to	control	the	social	complexity	
of	a	given	setting,	but	instead	accepts	it	as	an	inherent	part	of	the	
research	 process,	 including	 interpretation	 and	 communication	 of	
findings	 (Creswell	&	Miller,	2000).	At	times,	reflexivity	can	 involve	
allowing	research	participants	(who	are	usually	the	subjects	of	the	
research)	 to	 influence	 the	 lines	 of	 inquiry	 and	 research	 approach	


















evant	 aspects	 in	 a	 decision	making	 process”	 allowing	 for	 “testing	 of	
robustness”	in	a	“transparent	and	replicable	fashion,”	where	“a	success-








were	selected	because	they	have	the	potential	to	reduce qualitative data 
in some way,	indicating	a	desire	to	find	“the	answer,”	ideally	a	numerical	
one,	rather	than	to	explore	the	problem.	For	example,	“Focus	group	dis-
cussion	provides	depth	and	insight,	but	cannot produce useful numerical 
results”	(Nyumba,	Wilson,	Derrick,	&	Mukherjee,	2018,	p.	28,	emphasis	












5  | CL ARIF YING ENGAGEMENT WITH 
SOCIAL RESE ARCH IN ECOLOGY AND 
CONSERVATION SCIENCE
We	 believe	 that	 an	 expanded	 understanding	 of	 social	 science	 re-
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ophies,	 methodologies,	 and	 methods	 that	 can	 help	 us	 to	 under-
stand	 the	 social	 context	of	 conservation,	 to	 interrogate	perceived	
solutions,	 and	 to	 seek	 diverse	 forms	 of	 ‘evidence’	 that	 will	 guide	
decision-making	 processes.	 Important	 assumptions	 underpin	 each	






























DATA ACCE SSIBILIT Y
No	data	was	used	in	the	preparation	of	this	manuscript.
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